A broad consensus exists that public cults lay at the heart of Roman religion, and that at the ritual heart of most of these cults lay sacrifice.
1 This short paper does not set out to challenge either view, but asks how we must nuance it when we write of the religion of Roman communities in the provinces, rather than that of Rome itself. The centrality of the public cults of the city is certain, at least as far as recent scholarly literature is concerned. The best studied cults are those of the Roman Republic and the Augustan age. Debates over conservatism and change have been played out in relation to the expulsion of the Bacchanales and the reception of Magna Mater Deorum. Our common understanding of priesthoods is very largely based on testimony referring to the Pontiffs, the Vestals and the Arval Brethren. Central concepts of modern scholarship, such as the idea of cult as designed to ensure pax deorum, the distinction between religio and superstitio, the social embeddedness of religion,  Robust discussion at the workshop has greatly improved the argument and (I hope) its clarity. My special thanks here to Christoph Auffarth and Nicole Belayche. Clifford Ando very generously read an earlier version of this paper, and this one owes a great deal to his insightful comments. Responsibility for all remaining deficiencies remains my own.
1 This viewpoint is so common it scarcely needs documentation, and a full bibliography would have to begin with the fundamental work of the 'Paris school' on the cults of the Greek polis. R. Gordon's chapters in M. Beard -J. North (eds.), Pagan Priests (London 1990), 177-255 offer a formulation that insists -rightly in my view -that the centrality of these cults is both ideological and a product of the power exercised by the Roman ruling classes to impose their version of Roman religion over and against alternative formulations. Slightly different views of the centrality of civic religion in a Roman context can be found in the various works of M. Beard, J. North and J. Scheid. On the general issue, G. Woolf, 'Polis-religion and its alternatives in the Roman provinces', in: H. Cancik -J. Rüpke (eds.), Römische Reichsreligion und Provinzialreligion (Tübingen 1997), 71-84, reprinted in: C. Ando (ed.), Roman Religion (Cambridge 2003), 39-54.
